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THORGNY THE LAWMAN' 

The following translation is offered as an example of Old Norse 
historical writing and of Old Norse prose style in the classical 
age. The events here told are significant, too, of the political 
life of those days in the North. It tells a story of ancient Scan- 
dinavian democracy, where the only source of kingly right that 
was recognized and allowed to prevail was the will of the gov- 
erned. 

I have wished to reproduce in acceptable English something 
of the terseness and directness of the old language. I have there- 
fore translated as literally as possible, while avoiding antiquated 
terms and turns of expression. I have not wished to distract the 
reader's attention by too many notes. 

Those who have not read the Olafs saga kins helga in the ori- 
ginal will be glad, I think, to be introduced to this masterpiece 
and to its masterly portrayal of Thorgny,^ the Lawman. 

Tiundaland is the richest and best of the provinces of Svithiod. 
Toward it the whole realm inclines: there is Upsala, there is 
the seat of the kings, and there the see of the archbishop. Each 
of the provinces has its own lawthing and in many ways its own 
law. Over each lawthing there is a law-man; he exercises author- 
ity mainly with the yeomen, for that becomes law which he pro- 
nounces. But if king or earl or bishop passes through the country 
and holds thing with the yeomen, the lawman answers on behalf 
of the yeomen. . . . 

At this time' the lawman in Tiundaland was he who was called 
Thorgny. His father was Thorgny Thorgny's son. His ancestors 
had been lawmen in Tiundaland during the time of many kings. 
Thorgny was old now. He had a great many courtiers about 
him. He was called the wisest man in all Sweden. He was a 
kinsman and the fosterfather of Earl Ragnvald.^ 

' From the Olafs saga hins helga. 

' On Jiorgn^r. 

' Olaf the Stout or Olaf Haraldsson ruled Norway 1015-1030. The events 
here translated belong to the spring of 1018. 

* Earl Ragnvald Ulfsson of Vastergotland, a border province of south- 
western Sweden. 
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Now as the men that Princess Ingegerd and Hjalti had sent 
from the east^ arrived at Earl Ragnvald's home they reported 
their errand to the earl and his wife Ingebjgrg.* They said that 
the king's daughter had often spoken to the King of the Swedes 
about reconciliation between him and King Olaf the Stout,' and 
that she was a true friend of Olaf; but the King of the Swedes 
became angry every time she mentioned Olaf by name, and under 
such circumstances there seemed to be little hope of a reconcilia- 
tion. The Earl tells' Bjorn what he had heard from the east; 
but BJQrn still says as before, that he would not go back home* 
before he had met the King of the Swedes. And he adds that 
the Earl had promised to accompany him to the Swedish king. 

The winter was wearing on. Soon after Christmas the Earl 
makes'" ready for the journey and he takes with him sixty men. 
With him were BJQrn the Marshal and the latter's companions. 
The Earl proceeded clear east into Svithiod, and when he was well 
into the country he sent his men ahead to Upsala with a message 
to Princess Ingegerd to go and meet him at UUeraker, — the Prin- 
cess owned big estates there. 

When the Earl's message reached the Princess she did not delay 
her departure, but made ready and took many men with her. 
Hjalti also wished to go, but before doing so he went to King Olaf 
and said: 

"Farewell, king! Truly I must say that I have nowhere seen 
anything so magnificent as it is here with you. That report I 
shall carry with me wherever I am. And I want to ask you, oh 
king, to be my friend." The king answers: 

" Why do you speak as if you wished to go away? Whither 
are you going?" Hjalti answers: 

" I will ride out to UUeraker with your daughter Ingegerd. " 
And the king said: 

"Fare well, then. You are a wise man and of good habits, 
and you know well how to demean yourself among kings. " There- 
upon Hjalti left. 

' From the East, that is from Upland. 

' IngebJQrg was a sister of King Olaf Tryggvason of Norway, who ruled 
from 995-1000. 

' Known in history more commonly as Saint Olaf. 

• A change in tense that is especially characteristic of ON. narrative style. 

• Bjgm was the emissary of Olaf of Norway. 

'" See note 8. The translation will aim everywhere to reproduce as closely 
as possible the style of the original. 
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The Princess Ingegerd rode out to her estate at Ulleraker, 
and she ordered a great festival to be prepared for the Earl. The 
Earl arrived and was well received. He remained there several 
nights. He and the Princess spoke much together, mostly about 
the Swedish king and the King of Norway. She told the Earl that 
there seemed to be little hope of a reconciliation. Then said 
the Earl: 

"What would be your mind, kinswoman, if Norway's king 
should court you? To us it seems that the prospects for recon- 
ciliation were best if this relationship between the kings could 
be brought about. However, I will not undertake anything in 
this direction if it be against your will." She answers: 

"My father will dispose in regard to my marriage. But of 
all my kinsmen you are the one whose counsel I would most gladly 
yield to in important matters. And what is your opinion; do you 
think this advisable?" 

The Earl sought to make her well disposed to it, recounting 
many things in King Olaf's favor, testifying to his excellence. 
And he told her in detail about what recently had taken place, 
namely that King Olaf in one morning had captured five kings, and 
deprived them of their kingdoms and put their possessions and 
their lands under his rule. Many things were spoken between 
them about this matter, and they agreed in the end about every- 
thing. When he was ready the Earl left and Hjalti with him. 

Earl Ragnvald came one day at evening tide to Thorgny Law- 
man's manor. The houses there were large and beautiful and 
many men stood outside. They greeted the Earl pleasantly and 
took charge of his horses and equipment, and the Earl went into 
the house. There was a large number of people inside. An aged 
man sat in the highseat; so large a man BJQrn and his companions 
had never seen. His beard was so long that it touched his lap and 
it covered all his bosom. He was a handsome, noble-looking man. 

The Earl advanced to him and greeted him. Thorgny returned 
his greeting kindly and bade him take the seat that was his wont. 
The Earl then sat down on the other side directly opposite 
Thorgny." They remained there a few nights before the Earl 
delivered his message. He asked Thorgny to go to the conference 
hall with them, and Bjgrn and his companions also went there 
with the Earl. 

" That is the opposite high-seat, the seat of honor. Others sat on the 
lower benches at the sides. 
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Then the Earl began to speak. He told how Olaf, Norway's 
king, had sent messages east to him to make peace. And he spoke 
long about how difficult it was for the West Geats because of the 
trouble between them and Norway. He also told that Olaf, 
King of Norway, had sent men thither, — and the King's messengers 
were here now — '^ and he had promised them to go with them to 
the King of the Swedes. He said that the King of the Swedes took 
this matter so heavily that he would permit none to bring the 
matter before him; — "Now it is this way, fosterfather, that 
I am not able to handle this matter; therefore I have come to you. 
I expect your good council and aid." 

When the Earl finished his address Thorgny was silent a while; 
but when he spoke he said : 

" Strangely you conduct yourself. You who are eager to have 
the name of prince, but you do not know how to manage or take 
measures when you get into a difficulty. Why should you not 
have thought of it, before promising to undertake this mission, 
that you did not have the power to stand against King Olaf? It 
seems to me not less worthy to be reckoned among the peasants, 
and to have the liberty to speak as one will even though the king 
be present. Well, I shall go to Upsala Thing and help you, so 
that you will be able to speak up before the king that which you 
wish." 

The Earl thanked him heartily for his promise. And he re- 
mained with Thorgny and rode with him to Upsala Thing. There 
was a great assemblage of people there and King Olaf was there 
with his courtiers. 

The first day of the Thing King Olaf" sat in his chair and his 
guard stood about him. On the other side of the thingstead sat 
Earl Ragnvald and Thorgny in chairs, and before them sat the 
Earl's and Thorgny's housecarles. But behind their chairs and 
round about stood the yeomanry; some of them climbed the 
heights and the hills to hear from there. 

When the King's message had been deUvered, according to the 
king's custom of addressing the Thing, and this matter was finished, 
BJQrn Marshal stood up at the side of the Earl's chair and spoke 
in a loud voice: 

" Parenthetically added (" — and the king's messengers are here now — "). 
" Known in history as Olaf Skotkonung. 
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"King Olaf sent me hither with the message: to offer the King 
of the Swedes reconciliation and the adjustment of the land be- 
tween Norway and Sweden, as it has been from of old." 

He spoke loud so that the King of the Swedes heard him clearly. 
Now at first, as the King heard the name King Olaf, he thought 
that the speaker was about to bring forward a message from him. 
However, when he heard the words about reconciliation and 
adjustment of the boundary between Sweden and Norway he 
understood whence the message came. Then he leaped up and 
called loud that the man be silent. BJQrn sat down, but when 
there was silence again the Earl stood up and spoke. He told of 
the message of King Olaf the Stout and of his offer of reconciliation 
to the King of the Swedes, and about the fact that the West Geats 
all sent messages to King Olaf asking that peace be arranged with 
the men from Norway. He mentioned what a hardship it was for 
the West Geats to do without all those things from Norway which 
they needed for their sustenance, and on the other hand of being 
exposed to attacks and ravages if the King of Norway collected 
an army and harried their lands. The Earl says also that Olaf, 
King of Norway, had sent men thither with a message asking for 
the hand of his daughter Ingigerd 

But when the Earl finished speaking the King of the Swedes 
stood up. He answered angrily in regard to reconciliation and 
he reproved the Earl strongly for his audacity in having accepted 
a truce and peace with " the fat man, "" and formed a friendship 
with him. He said the Earl was guilty of treachery against him 
and that he found it fitting that Ragnvald be expelled from the 
kingdom; that all these things had been instigated by his wife 
IngebJQrg, and that it had been a most unfortunate affair that 
he should have followed his bent and married such a woman. 

He spoke long and emphatically, and again turned his speech 
against King Olaf. When he sat down there was silence at first; 
then Thorgny stood up. And when he got up all the yeomen, 
who before had been sitting, arose, and those who had been scat- 
tered elsewhere thronged around to listen to what Thorgny said. 
There was great noise of weapons and the moving about of the 
masses. When it became quiet Thorgny spoke: 

"Different is the attitude of the King of the Swedes now from 
what it has been before. Thorgny, my father's father, remembered 
the Upsala king, Erik Emundson, and told of him that, as long 

" Called commonly Olaf den Digre ('the thick' or 'stout'>. 
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as he was in his best years, he went out every summer on a military 
expedition and visited many lands, and subjugated Finland, and 
the land of the Karelians, Esthland, and Kurland and large sections 
of the Eastern kingdom And one may still see the earthworks 
and other evidences of his exploits. He was not so haughty as 
not to Usten to people when they had a matter to speak to him 
about. Thorgny my father, was for a long time with King BJQrn 
and knew his ways. In the time of Bjgrn his realm enjoyed a 
powerful position and it maintained it. He was kind to his 
friends. I can remember King Erik the Victorious, and I was 
with him in many a war-expedition. He increased the king- 
dom of the Swedes and defended it stoutly. It was easy for us 
to counsel with him. But he who now is king permits no man 
to say aught to him but that alone which he wants, and he puts 
that through with all his might. But in his lack of force and his 
lack of will he permits his subject lands to pass out of his hands. 
He aspires to hold Norway in his power, something which no 
Swedish king has aspired to before, and that makes many a man 
restless. Now we yeomen want you to make peace with Olaf 
the Stout, King of Norway, and give your daughter in marriage 
to him. And it you desire to win back under your rule those lands 
in the east which your kinsmen and ancestors have held there, we 
will all follow you therein. But if you do not wish to do as we 
say we will oppose you and we shall slay you; for we will not 
tolerate any lawlessness from you. So have our forefathers done 
before. They drowned in a well at Mula Thing five kings who 
had been haughty as you now against us. Say now at once what 
choice you make." 

Then the masses promptly rattled their weapons and made a 
great uproar. The King stood up and spoke: he says that he will 
let everything be as the yeomen will. Says he: 

"This all kings of the Swedes have done, let the yeomen rule 
with them in all they wished." 

Then the shouts of the yeomen stopped. After that the 
chieftains spoke, the King, the Earl, and Thorgny, and they arrange 
terms of peace and a reconciliation on behalf of the King of the 
Swedes in those matters about which the King of Norway had 
sent messages. At this Thing it was agreed that King Olaf 's 
daughter Ingegerd should be married to King Olaf Haraldsson. 
The King entrusted to the Earl the carrying out of this betrothal, 



246 

and assigned to him authority with regard to the marriage; and 
they parted at the Thing when the matter had gotten thus far. 

Now when the Earl was on his way home he went to meet the 
Princess Ingegerd and he spoke with her about it. She sent to 
Eling Olaf a mantle of costly cloth sewed in gold and with silk 
straps. The Earl went back to Geatland and BJQrn with him. 
BJQrn remained there a short time, thereupon going back to 
Norway with his companions. And when he met King Olaf and 
told him how his errand had gone the King thanked him very much 
for his journey and said, as was true, that Bjgrn had had good 
fortune with him since, in such disturbed times, he had been able 
to accomplish his mission. 

George T. Flom. 

Urbana. 



